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PLANNING SERVICE UPDATE 

Background 

The Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee received a comprehensive Planning 

Division Service Review Report at its meeting on the 17 November 2020. This 

followed a previous Report (11 April 2019) which updated the Committee on a range 

of changes (staffing, performance, policy etc) since the September 2016 report. 

The Committee’s remit to scrutinise performance is set out in the Constitution (Part 2 

Section 7). 

Context 

The Planning Service is a statutory function of the Council. It prepares the land use 

plan (Local Development Plan) for the County save for the Pembrokeshire Coast 

National Park Authority area and jurisdiction. It supports the Planning (statutory 

regulatory) Committee and determines around 1200 applications each year. 

Breaches of planning control are managed through a team of Enforcement Officers. 

It also provides specialist advice and statutory services across a range of areas 

including historic buildings, biodiversity, landscape, public rights of way and common 

land and village greens. The Planning Service also includes a Planning Support 

Team which provides administrative support. 

Land use planning is the process of regulating the use of land in an effort to promote 

more desirable social and environmental outcomes as well as a more efficient use of 

resources. The concept of ‘place making’ has become a key feature of the planning 

process in the last decade and in Wales the Welsh Government’s ‘Future Wales’ 

document (recently adopted) sets the direction for spatial planning and developing a 

vibrant economy, decarbonisation, developing resilient ecosystems and improving 

health and well-being.  At the regional level, the Local Government and Elections Act 

2021 places a new and additional responsibility for the development of a regional 

Strategic Development Plan. 

Planning also has an important role to play in the delivery of economic development 

and regeneration through the implementation of progressive development plan 

policies and the grant of planning permissions.  As such, an effective and high 

performing Planning Service is fundamental to the success of the Council’s post 

Covid ‘Economic Recovery and Regeneration Plan’ (approved by Cabinet, 

September 2020). 

 



Key issues 

As outlined in the November 2020 Report, the Planning Division has simultaneously 

experienced reduced staffing levels, reduced income and increased responsibilities.  

Key performance areas including planning application determinations (within the 8 

week target) and enforcement resolutions have been adversely affected as a result. 

Staffing levels – the November 2020 Report referred to the need to fill a number of 

vacant posts, funded in part by a Growth budget. Four posts were advertised in 

February 2021 but despite initial appointments being made, only one vacancy was 

filled by an internal candidate, which has caused a displacement issue elsewhere 

within the Planning Service. The posts are currently being re-advertised. 

In light of the difficulties experienced by the recent recruitment exercise, a new 

recruitment strategy has been devised.  Whilst it too seek to attract experience 

practitioners, it will also encourage candidates who have no formal qualifications in 

planning but who can demonstrate an interest and passion for this discipline and are 

willing to learn and develop their professional skills.  This approach will provide 

opportunities to local people with a connection to Pembrokeshire who are likely to 

have a greater long term commitment to the Authority. 

Income – The scope for income generation within the Planning Service is limited.  

Planning Application fees are set nationally and the number of planning application 

received is consistently around 1200 each year.  The only other source of income 

comes from pre-application advice requests, which is also largely static.  Whilst the 

fees for pre-application advice are set locally, it is not considered reasonable to 

increase these at this time given that the timeliness of responses is currently poor in 

the main. 

In addition, the Council has ‘lost’ a significant level of application fee income 

(estimated at c £0.5m) since the introduction of Developments of National 

Significance.  These major applications are now determined by the Welsh 

Government rather than the Council.  The Council receives a nominal share of the 

fee as a consultee yet the complexity of the casework means that the response to 

Welsh Government often takes a significant amount of Officer time. 

Increased responsibility – In addition to the long list of ‘new’ requirements outlined 

in the November 2020 Report, significant additional burdens have been generated 

as a result of the new NRW ‘Phosphate’ guidance. Following a Members’ seminar on 

the 24 May 2021, the Cabinet Member has written to Julie James MS (Minister for 

Climate Change) and Leslie Griffiths MS (Minister for Rural Affairs) outlining the 

Council’s major concerns in this regard. The Regulations impact on both the 

determination of certain types of planning application within specific parts of the 

County and also the process and timetable for LDP2 adoption, given that some land 

allocations will have to be revisited. 

Performance update  

As outlined in the November Report, planning application performance deteriorated 

from 90% of all applications determined within the 8 week WG target in 2018/19 to 



80% in Q2 2020. The most recent figures (for Q1 and Q2 in 2021) indicated that 

performance slipped further to 52%. 

On a positive note, the Council’s success rate in defending its decisions when 

challenged by way of an appeal to the Welsh Minsters remains very high. 

Review of the Development Management Service and Performance 

Improvement Plan 

As part of a programme of external Service Reviews and following on from 

November’s meeting of the Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee, the 

Performance and Challenge Board commissioned an external review of the Planning 

Service by an independent Planning Consultant. The Review has been completed 

and the Report has concluded that the decrease in the level of the performance of 

the Development Management Service has been caused by a combination of factors 

including a challenging budget setting, recruitment difficulties, high absenteeism and 

some management issues. The Report also observed that although these challenges 

were present before the COVID-19 outbreak, they were exacerbated by it.  

The Planning Consultant who undertook the review (the former Head of the Planning 

Service at Pembrokeshire County Council) has been commissioned to execute a 

Performance Improvement Plan.  Since commencing the Improvement Plan in 

March, the output of planning applications for the months of March and April was 

50% higher than the previous two months.  In addition, for the week ending 28 May, 

twice as many planning applications were determined as received.  The closure of 

Enforcement Cases has also dramatically improved whilst several Planning Agents 

have commented that response times are noticeably improving. 

Conclusions 

The Planning Service is a statutory function and its ability to generate additional 

income is extremely limited.  The recent independent review of the Planning Service 

concluded that the decrease in the level of performance has been caused by a 

combination of recruitment difficulties, high absenteeism, and some management 

issues and these factors have only worsened due to the COVID-19 outbreak.  

Nevertheless, a recruitment strategy is in place to fill vacant posts, levels of 

absenteeism have reduced and additional strategic support is now in place.  The 

Improvement Plan which commenced in March has seen key performance indicators 

improve although it is accepted that there is much work to do. 

Recommendation 

That Members recognise the challenges faced by the Planning Service and note the 

proactive position and improvement work which is currently taking place. 
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